We recorded the behaviour of dogs in detour tests, in which an object (a favourite toy) or food was placed behind a V-shaped fence. Dogs were able to master this task; however, they did it more easily when they started from within the fence with the object placed outside it. Repeated detours starting from within the fence did not help the dogs to obtain the object more quickly if in a subsequent trial they started outside the fence with the object placed inside it. While six trials were not enough for the dogs to show significant improvement on their own in detouring the fence from outside, demonstration of this action by humans significantly improved the dogs' performance within two-three trials. Owners and strangers were equally effective as demonstrators. Our experiments show that dogs are able to rely on information provided by human action when confronted with a new task. While they did not copy the exact path of the human demonstrator, they easily adopted the detour behaviour shown by humans to reach their goal.
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Social learning is likely to be particularly effective among animals living in groups. While in many cases competition between individuals prevents social learning (Fritz & Kotrschal 1999) , different techniques to obtain food can spread by individuals observing more experienced members of the group (great tits, Parus major: Hinde & Fischer 1951; Japanese monkeys, Macaca fuscata: Kawai 1965). For example, social attraction and group cohesion allow guppies, Poecilia reticulata, to learn new routes by following their groupmates (Laland & Williams 1998) . As laboratory studies show (e.g. Palametta & Lefebvre 1995), social learning in nature does not usually involve the exact copying of the demonstrator's behaviour. Naïve observers usually want to obtain the same target as the demonstrator and develop their own method to get it. Their solution is usually similar to the demonstrator's method.
Although traditionally a manipulation task has been used to test social learning, in some cases observers had to learn about the motor components of an action shown by the demonstrator. Without the manipulation of tools, one can more easily avoid the confusing effects of different manipulative skills in different species. Moore (1992) described an African parrot, Psittacus erithacus, that imitated certain human behavioural actions, and Tayler & Saayman (1973) reported a dolphin, Tursiops aduncus, copying behaviour patterns of a seal. More recently, imitation of the movements of human gestures has also been described in a dolphin (Bauer & Johnston 1994) . Hayes & Hayes (1952) have shown that a young chimpanzee, Pan troglodytes, was able to imitate human gestures (Do as I do! technique), a finding confirmed later under more rigorous experimental conditions (Custance et al. 1995) .
However, in animals with less flexible motor abilities learning by observation is more difficult to show. Since there is little possibility for new motor actions to emerge (or it is difficult to prove at a satisfactory level), one might argue (Heyes 1994) that social learning can be involved if the existing motor actions (e.g. walking) of the animal are executed in a topographically new manner. Although the novelty of an action is regarded as crucial by researchers trying to establish cases of motor (or true) imitation, it is of less concern if only the presence of social learning is at stake. Since for some species true imitation might be difficult to show experimentally (but not impossible, see Voekl & Huber 2000) , the contribution of social learning to the adoption of behaviour patterns might still be of interest.
Domestic dogs, Canis familiaris, have coexisted with modern humans for the last 100 000 years (Vilá et al. 1997) and form a strong attachment with their owner (Topál et al. 1998 ). Context-specific signals (Bekoff 1977) 
